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“Why doth one day excel another, and one light
another, and one year another year, when all come
of the sun? By the knowledge of the Lord they
were distinguished, the sun being made, and keep-
ing his commandment. And he ordered the seasons,
and holidays of them, and in them they celebrated
festivals at an hour. Some of them God made high
and great days, and some of them he put in the
number of ordinary days.”

—FEcclesiasticus 33:7-10
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“O God, Who dost give us joy by the vearly solem-
nity of Our Lord’s Resurrection, mercifully grant that
we who celebrate this temporal feast may deserve to
attain everlasting happiness. Through the same
Christ Our Lord. Amen.”

—Collect for Easter Wednesday
The Roman Missal
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THE HOLY SACRIFICE

From the very beginnings of Christianity, the Church has
given a special priority and attention to Holy Mass over all other
services because it is the one and only Sacrifice of the New
Testament. In fact, in the Mass as the center and soul of liturgy,
Christ offers Himself daily anew for each one of us. It is the infi-
nite and immaculate oblation, the highest act of worship we can
perform. Not the priest alone offers this Sacrifice, but with him
all the faithful who attend, thus exercising the “royal priesthood”
which St. Peter attributes to them. There is no greater action you
could ever perform in your life than this co-operation in offer-
ing the Holy Sacrifice to the heavenly Father.

The fruit of Christ’s Redemption and sanctification is
poured into our hearts through this Sacrifice. In Communion
He unites Himself with us most intimately and nourishes our
souls with supernatural love and grace. In addition, every
Communion casts into our bodies the “seed of eternal glory”
according to the Saviour’s own word, “He that eateth my flesh,
and drinketh my blood, hath everlasting life: and I will raise
him up in the last day.” (John 6:55).

The faithful, on their part, have at all times gladly and
gratefully followed the command of the Church to assist at
the Holy Sacrifice on Sundays and prescribed holydays.
Sincere Catholics have always considered it a privilege rather
than a duty to observe this law.

In the course of centuries, people also developed various
customs in their families which helped them to give due
honor and attention to the Holy Sacrifice and to draw greater
fruit from it.
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2 Religious Customs in the deily

There is the ancient practice of preparing the soul by
prayer while going to Mass. Instead of chatting, the members
of the family pray together, or each one prays in silence by
himself, on their way to church. This custom is of special
value in the religious education of smaller children. It makes
them realize, without many words of explanation, how great
and holy the Sacrifice of the Mass must be.

Another custom practiced in many families is a short
reading of the Sunday Mass prayers on the previous evening
at home, to fill the soul with the sublime thoughts and inspi-
rations contained in the liturgical texts. For children this may
best be done by one of the parents, and a simple explanation
might be given. Boys and girls of high school age should
have their own missals and be familiar with their use.

It was a widespread custom years ago that older children
would go to Mass at least once a week besides Sunday, to
represent the family before the altar of God, even when it was
not a matter of strict obligation. Today, so many parents do
not even seem to consider such a possibility. Surely the chil-
dren are not overburdened with tasks of duty every night that
they must of necessity sleep late every morning of the week?
There are still families, thank God, whose children are
prudently inspired and guided by their parents and will cheer-
fully get up in the morning to attend Mass on a weekday once
in awhile,

In many localities it is customary to ring the church
bells at the beginning of every Mass and at the Consecration.
Thus, everyone in the town or village can follow the Holy
Sacrifice. At the sound of the Consecration bell, the faithful
stop their work for a minute, cross themselves, say a short
prayer and adore Our Lord, who has just again become
present on their altar, re-enacting His Sacrifice. In places
where bells are not generally rung, it might be suggested that
parents and children include themselves in the Holy Masses
of their parish church every day at the Morning Offering, to
obtain the grace and blessing of Heaven, at least by a spiri-
tual union with the Sacrifice of Christ.
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Finally, there is the holy and pious custom of having
Masses offered for various intentions, especially for the repose
of the souls of departed relatives and friends. The stipend given
on such occasions is not a “paying” for the Mass, of course, but
a donation which we present as a small sacrifice on our part,
to symbolize our gratitude for the overwhelming benefit of
having the divine Sacrifice offered for our intentions and
needs.

Sometimes the question is asked, “How about people
who are so poor that they cannot afford the Mass stipend?”
The answer, first of all, is that they share in every Mass
offered by their pastor. Then too, the Church has not forgot-
ten the poor in her arrangements and laws. In order not to
embarrass them by having to ask for Masses without being
able to give the donation, she has prescribed centuries ago
that every parish priest must offer the Holy Sacrifice for his
parishioners on every Sunday and on holydays (including the
abrogated holydays) without any stipend. This law still
obliges every parish priest in the whole world. (Codex Juris
Canonici [1917], Can. 306, 339, 466.)

It might be suggested to many Catholic parents that the
Holy Sacrifice will most surely procure for them the neces-
sary graces and helps in all the duties of parenthood and
married life. T know a father and mother who came to the
rectory every week without fail, asking that a Mass be offered
during the week for God’s special help in bringing up their
five children. Whenever possible, one of them attended this
Mass with two or three of their children. These youngsters
are all grown up now. The parents managed to send them all
to Catholic colleges. One is a priest, one a nun, one is study-
ing for the priesthood, and the other two are happily married
and raising fine Catholic families of their own.

Trie HOlY EUCHARIST

Reverence and love toward this great Sacrament have
caused from ancient times the custom in Catholic families



4 Religious Customs in the Family

that every member should pay a daily visit to Our Lord in the
Tabernacle. In our modern times, when people often live a
great distance from the church or rush through the town in
cars, this custom presents more difficulties than in the past.
In many cases, however, it could be practiced without much
inconvenience, if only parents would train their children from
the first year of grammar school to drop into a nearby church
and visit Our Lord for a few moments. This inspiration
should not be left to the nuns of the Catholic school. When
the good sister suggests such a visit, your child should be
able to say, “That’s what Daddy and Mother have told me,
and what I am already doing.”

In a similar way, the practice of making a proper thanks-
giving after Holy Communion should be impressed on chil-
dren from the beginning. Too many people leave church right
at the close of Mass without devoting sufficient time to the
prayerful union with Christ after having received Him. These
fifteen minutes following the reception of the Holy Eucharist
are the most precious time of prayer we have.

A custom which has been spreading of late—and God
grant that it may soon become general—is the practice that
on First Communion day parents receive the Holy Eucharist
together with their child. In parishes where this custom is
already established, experience has shown that fathers and
mothers who have been away from the Sacraments for many
years will readily resume the practice of their faith, in order
to accompany their little ones to the Communion rail on this
wonderful occasion,

One unfortunate “custom” which I have encountered
frequently in my priestly experience is the idea implanted
into little children that it would be terribly wrong and even
sinful if they ever touched the Sacred Host with their teeth
while receiving Communion. This erroneous conviction has
caused many children to be frightened when they approach
the Holy Eucharist. Actually, the Apostles on Holy Thursday
chewed and ate the Holy Sacrament in the natural way. The
Church has never declared that the use of the teeth is sinful
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or wrong. Many priests chew the large Host in Holy Commu-
nion, eating it just as the Apostles did.

It is true, we do not usually chew the small Host. The
reason, however, is not that it would be sinful, but that it is
not necessary. Parents and nuns should explain this to the
children and assure them that it is perfectly all right if for
some reason they should hold or touch the Host with their
teeth.



2
THE SACRAMENTS

Many and varied are the customs that have been prac-
ticed from ancient times in connection with the Holy Sacra-
ments of the Church. We mention here only those which may
be of special help and significance for the Christian families
of today.

BAPTISM

It was a widespread practice among Catholic popula-
tions—and still is today in many places—that the parents
themselves provide the candle which the priest will use in the
ceremony of Baptism. According to the Ritual, this candle is
lit and handed to the sponsor to hold while the priest
addresses the following words to the child: “Receive this
lighted candle, and keep your Baptism above reproach. Keep
the Commandments of God, so that when the Lord comes to
His marriage feast, you may meet Him in the halls of Heaven
with all His Saints, and may live with Him forever. Amen.”

It certainly is in keeping with the spirit of the liturgy of
Baptism for the baptized person to retain this candle as a
cherished symbol of his spiritual birth. These baptismal
candles are often decorated with religious designs. The priest
will gladly use such a candle, if brought by the parents, and
allow them to take it home after the ceremony, according to
the pious custom of many centuries.

The baptismal candle is then carefully kept in the home.
Every year, on the anniversary of Baptism, it is lit for a few
minutes while the child in joyful prayer thanks God for the

6
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grace of the Sacrament and renews the baptismal vows. In
many places it is customary to use the baptismal candle on
solemn occasions in later life: on the day of First Holy
Communion; on one’s Wedding Day; while receiving the
Sacraments in serious illness; and especially at the hour of
death. Afterwards, what is left of the candle is put at the head
of the coffin during the wake and kept burning until it is
consumed.

Parents who already have children of school age would
do well to take them along to church for the Baptism of a
little brother or sister. They might ask the priest to give a
short explanation of the holy rite; or, if this should not be
possible, father or mother could explain the prayers and cere-
monies at home before Baptism. Thus, the children will
follow with interest and devotion and will better understand
the great meaning and importance of their own Baptism. An
occasion like this is one of the most valuable means of reli-
gious instruction. Here the children are taught not only in
words, but through the actual performance of the holy liturgy
with all its light, warmth and grace.

In many places the anniversary of Baptism is joyfully
kept as a personal feast day, as the true birthday of supernat-
ural life. People observe it by attending Mass, receiving
Communion, renewing their baptismal vows, burning the
candle of Baptism for a little while and performing some
other acts of devotion during the day. A visit to the parish
baptistry would be most appropriate. Very often, however, the
memory of Baptism is rather combined with the celebration
of the Saint’s day whose name was received at the Christen-
ing (see the chapter, “The Name Day,” p. 26).

PENANCE

In His great love and kindness, Our Lord has made
Confession so simple and easy for us that many people, espe-
cially children, pay little attention to a devout and careful
preparation. How often does one see youngsters rush into a
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church from their play and games in the street, hardly genu-
flect and dive into the confessional, still out of breath from
running! Parents should train their children to spend a few
minutes in sincere and serious prayer before they enter the
tribunal of mercy. Likewise, after the Sacrament, they should
be taught to make a devout thanksgiving.

An old and very wholesome practice demanded that
children, before going to Confession, should ask forgiveness
from their parents for offenses and faults committed in the
home. This can be done very simply, although in true sincer-
ity. It impresses upon their minds the fact that the parents are
God’s representatives; it also helps them to better fight their
faults in the future. This custom prevailed in our home when
I was a little boy. Before going to Confession, I would come
to Mother and say, ““Please forgive me, Mother; 1 am sorry for
everything.” She would then make the Sign of the Cross on
my forehead and answer, “Father and I forgive you, and God
will forgive you, too. Make a good Confession, and God bless
you!” How clean, warm and happy did 1 feel after these
Confessions!

Such customs not only deepen the religious life of the
child, but also exert a powerful preventive influence. By
asking forgiveness from the parents without having to
mention his individual faults, the child comes to realize that
sincerity and contrition are the main requisites for a good
Confession, not the frightening task of discovering and
mentioning every little detail that possibly might be a sin.
Thus, a custom like the above is a simple and effective means
of training the children’s conscience away from unreasonable
scruples and developing a correct, helpful attitude toward
Confession,

CONFIRMATION

According to the ancient custom, the day of Confirma-
tion, like First Communion day, is kept as a true holyday in
the Christian family. As far as possible, parents, brothers and
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sisters celebrate it with the child who has been confirmed.
The whole day’s program breathes a spirit of solemnity, joy
and devotion. Little presents (missal, prayer book or other
religious objects) help to keep the day in joyful memory. In
the evening, parents and child once more go to church to
attend a service of devotion or to make a private visit in
thanksgiving for the Sacrament.

EXTREME UNCTION

For sincere Catholics, it is not only a custom but a
sacred duty to call a priest as soon as a member of the family
is seriously ill and eventual death might be a possible conse-
quence. Since this holy Sacrament is intended not only to
forgive sins, but also to strengthen the powers of body and
soul it would be foolish and almost cruel on the part of rela-
tives to wait until death is imminent. How many persons have
regained their health through the grace of this Sacrament
because it was administered to them in good time!

One often hears the fear mentioned that Extreme
Unction would scare the sick person and do him harm. People
who express such fear only show their ignorance and are in
great need of proper instruction. Actually, this Sacrament
confers such a relief upon the mind, body and soul of the
patient that calling the priest to anoint him is the very help he
needs, in addition to medical care.

If Extreme Unction is administered in the home, the
tamily should prepare a table covered with linen and carry-
ing the following items: a crucifix and two candles, holy
water, a glass with ordinary water, a small spoon, a bowl or
saucer with some pieces of soft bread and a little heap of salt
(for the priest to wipe the holy oil from his fingers). a small
towel, and some little wads of cotton. Next to the table might
be put a small basin of water, so the priest can wash his hands
after the ceremony.

When the priest comes to the house with the Blessed
Sacrament. one member of the family should precede him
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into the sick-room, bearing a lighted candle. [The others
should kneel as the Blessed Sacrament passes by.] It some-
times happens that people leave the priest entirely alone with
the sick person from beginning to end. This should not be.
Apart from Confession, the members of the family should
devoutly attend the sacred rites, kneeling or standing in the
room and following the Ritual prayers while the priest admin-
isters the Sacraments and blessings.

MATRIMONY

The customary phrase, “married by the priest,” is inac-
curate. For it is not the priest who administers the Sacrament
of Matrimony to the couple; they give it to each other when
they pronounce the words of consent: / will. The priest assists
as official witness representing Church and State, performs
the prayers and ceremonies, and blesses the newlyweds in the
Sacrament which they have conferred upon each other.

From ancient times Christian families have paid special
attention to the religious preparation for marriage. It used to
be the custom that engaged persons, if at all possible, would
be given private rooms of their own, so they could spend
some of their free time in prayer and meditation without
being disturbed. There is also the excellent institution of
Cana Conferences, or Marriage Preparation courses, founded
with the idea that priests and experienced laymen could
instruct engaged couples in the duties, problems and ideals of
Catholic married life. Another even more important means of
preparation is the making of a retreat before receiving the
Sacrament of Matrimony.

Among the wedding presents in past centuries there was
never missing an appropriate crucifix for the new home, a
religious picture or statue for the family shrine and a few reli-
gious books (including a family Bible) to start the domestic
library of the newlyweds.

A famous custom from medieval days is the so-called
“St. Joseph’s Night.” Newly married people perform some
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devotions together on the night of their wedding, asking
God’s special blessing upon their married life. Then they
spend the night in peaceful rest, observing voluntary absti-
nence in honor of St. Joseph, the patron of Christian families.
It is a significant fact that modern doctors suggest this very
same practice of abstinence during the night of the Wedding
Day for medical and psychological reasons.

When the newlyweds are settled in their home after the
honeymoon, it is an ancient custom to invite a priest to come
and bless the house or apartment. The Roman Ritual provides
a liturgical form of this “Blessing of Homes.” We give here
the main prayer in English translation:

Bless, O Lord, almighty God, this home, that
therein be found good health, chastity, the power of
spiritual victory, humility, goodness and meekness,
the plenitude of the Law, and thanksgiving to God,
the Father. Son and Holy Spirit; and may this bless-
ing remain on the home and on its inhabitants now
and forever. Amen.

Like other human conditions and attitudes, happiness in
marriage depends to a great extent on training and self-train-
ing from early youth. In our time, when children see and hear
so much about “love,” they should know that most of the
things which the world calls love have nothing at all to do
with the true and great virtue of love; that true love does not
consist in, or aim at, selfish pleasures, but seeks devoted
service and sacrifice for the genuine good of those whom we
love; that marriage. and what leads up to it, must be based on
the virtue of true love, so pleasing to God and blessed by
Him.

One of the most impressive and practical customs I have
ever encountered is this little prayer, which some parents of
my acquaintance have taught their children to say every night
from their fourteenth birthday on: “Dear Lord, show me what
is Your holy Will. If You want me to serve You as a priest or
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religious, help me with Your light and grace. It it is Your holy
Will that I should marry, please send me the one whom You
know to be best for me and who will build up with me a
happy and holy family, as You want it to be.” It is not diffi-
cult to see what effect such a prayer must have in the life of
a boy or girl who says it every night from his or her early
teens.

It is a widespread vogue today that even the younger
teen-agers must have “friends” of the other sex. To prevent
such friendships altogether will not be possible, because the
children are surrounded by them wherever they go and are
expected to practice the custom as a matter of fact. Consci-
entious parents will carefully supervise the company of their
children without, however, exasperating them. One of the
best methods is to have the youngsters bring their friends
home and enjoy their parties right in or around the house.
Thus, the parents will always know with whom the children
keep company.

Some parents. especially mothers, are tragically
thoughtless and conceited about this point, as if their own
children were free from the effects of Original Sin, from inor-
dinate inclinations, sensuality and temptations. So-called
modern ““fashions™ captivate them, with the result that they
see no danger or wrong in immodest dress, in dangerous
company, in sensual amusements and in the complete free-
dom of their daughters to go out alone with boyiriends by day
or night.

Some time ago a story was published in a Catholic
magazine of how a [5-year-old girl in a Catholic summer
camp sneaked out one night and spent the whole night with
a boy from the neighborhood on the shore or in a canoe on
the lake. Next morning. when this was found out. the priest
who served as chaplain of the camp was quite upset. He
called the mother of the girl on the phone, told her shortly
what had happened and asked her to impress upon the child
at her next visit how dangerous and wrong this was.

“I am shocked, Father,” answered the lady, “and 1 shiver
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at the thought of what might have happened. At my visit this
weekend [ shall certainly talk to her and make it clear to her
that this must never happen again. If she goes out like this
again, she must take a sturdy boat and not a fragile canoe,
which could overturn so easily.”

PRIESTHOOD

“A new priest’s blessing is worth a pair of shoes.” This
ancient proverb is inspired by the high esteem our ancestors
had for the holy priesthood. What it means is this: The bless-
ing of a newly ordained priest is so precious that, in order to
receive it, a person should willingly walk even so far as to
wear out a pair of shoes on the road. This appreciation of the
“first blessing” of a priest is still fresh and keenly alive in
most of our modern Catholic families, and children are
deeply impressed by it, especially if the purpose and power
of a priest’s holy calling is explained to them.

However, the blessing of a priest should not only be
sought in the first days after his ordination, but later on as
well, whenever the occasion arises. Hence, the age-old
custom in Catholic families that parents try to have some
priest drop in for a short visit once in a while. Before he
leaves, they ask for his blessing, which is received by the
whole family kneeling devoutly in front of him. This custom
is also helpful in teaching the children respect for the priest-
hood, coming, as they do, in personal contact with the priest
at an early ¢ge. They experience something of what the chil-
dren in the Holy Land must have felt when Our Lord in His
loving-kindness took them into His arms, talked with them
and blessed them.

On the first possible occasion, older children should be
taken by their parents to an ordination. We have appropriate
booklets which explain all the details and meanings of the
beautiful and impressive ordination rite. Thus, our youngsters
will gain a deep and lasting appreciation of the priesthood, its
various duties and powers, its great holiness and dignity.
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Attentive participation in these ceremonies might achieve
more than words could do in planting the seed of a priestly
vocation in the hearts of boys.

Here again our ancestors had the right instinct and “feel-
ing with the Church.” It was a general practice to keep ordi-
nation day as a public holyday in European cities during the
past centuries so everyone could attend the solemn rites in the
cathedral. Similar customs prevail even today for the first
solemn High Mass of a new priest. In the Catholic sections of
Europe, the entire town celebrates the first High Mass of one
of its sons. All buildings are festively decorated, the young
priest is conducted in solemn procession from the house of
his parents to the church, and the whole day is kept as a feast
day by all inhabitants.

[t was the general custom among Catholics to greet
priests on the street and in public in order to profess the Faith
and show reverence for the holy priesthood. When | was a
little boy, my mother told me, “You must always joyfully greet
a priest, whether you know him or not. Your Guardian Angel,
too, greets the priests with great love and reverence.” These
simple words of my mother made a deep impression on me; |
never forgot them. May God inspire our Catholic parents to
keep this wonderful custom alive in our time, to honor God in
His priests and to bear witness to our union with the Church.

Finally, there is the practice of common family prayer
for priests and for new vocations to the priesthood. These
“priest-prayers” (usually the Rosary) are said by the family
on Ember Days because the Church has officially designated
those days for such prayer, according to Our Lord’s word,
“The harvest indeed is great, but the labourers are few. Pray
ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he send forth labour-
ers into his harvest.” (Marr. 9:37-38). Lately the laudable
custom has spread of devoting a Saturday every month
(Priest-Saturday) to the reception of Holy Communion and
prayer for the priests, asking God through Mary’s interces-
sion that He bless and sanctify our priests and grant the
Church many holy vocations.
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FAMILY PRAYER

Going home from church, the newlyweds are not going
out of the spiritual atmosphere into a worldly one. They are
not leaving the Sacrament behind in the house of God. Their
union in marriage, their home and their hearts must remain
filled with the grace and love of the Lord. A family is actu-
ally a little kingdom of God.

These thoughts have prompted Christians at all times to
express their union with God, not only as individuals, but also
as a family. It was the ancient custom among Catholics that,
at least once a day, father, mother and children would gather
in the home for common prayer. This practice deeply
impresses its lasting mark on the hearts of the children. It is
not only an addition of individual praying, but a special
source of grace and blessings which far transcends the power
of an individual’s prayer and unites us with the Lord more
deeply and intimately, according to His own word, “Where
there are two or three gathered together in my name, there am
[ in the midst of them.”

If this is true of any group, how much more does it apply
to the prayerful union of parents and children! In fact, it is a
common experience that even the small children who cannot
yet talk, quickly adjust themselves to the spirit of devotion
when the whole family prays. They seem to be inspired by
the grace of Baptism, which gives them an instinctive grasp
of the supernatural far beyond their natural capacities. Held
in the arms of the mother, such a little child will watch the
praying family with large and solemn eyes, even try to fold

his hands and assume an attitude of reverence, which is
15
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entirely different from his usual behavior.

When parents sometimes complain that their smaller
children are not quiet or silent in church, perhaps the reason
is in many cases that their children have never breathed the
atmosphere of prayer at home. There is a radiance of warmth
and attractive dignity about a father and mother who not only
give their children the example of individual prayer, but join
with them in a common practice of devotion and family
prayer. :

In recent times this practice has died out in many homes.
Some people still keep a trace of it in the form of grace at
meals; but even this custom is fast disappearing, especially
among the younger ones. They are either ashamed or care-
less, or they persuade themselves there is not enough time to
pray before meals. Thus many a “Catholic” home never
unites the family in common prayer, to the great spiritual loss
of each individual member.

Thank God, in recent years the practice of the family
Rosary has spread far and wide. Besides obtaining graces and
blessings, it has also resulted in a revival of family prayer. All
those who have at heart the kingdom of God in the home can
do no better apostolic work than spreading the family Rosary
among their friends.

Even in our attendance at liturgical services, especially
Holy Mass and Communion, the participation of the family
as a whole should be the ideal. It is a pity that practical
considerations make it seem necessary in many churches to
separate the children from their parents on Sunday, that
special children’s Masses should have to be held at which the
parents are not allowed, and vice versa. Our Lord loves every
good family so much that one cannot help thinking how
greatly He would enjoy seeing parents and children together
at His Holy Sacrifice and receiving Him together, as a family.

Besides the act of prayer, there are many ancient
customs of sanctifying the home through the use of the sacra-
mentals of the Church: holy water, blessed candles, food
blessed by the priest on certain feast days, blessed palms,
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Easter water, etc. We shall speak of these sacramentals at
various points in the following chapters.

As we have the altars and shrines in our churches, so a
Catholic family would do well to keep a simple but dignified
shrine in the home. It would be a symbol to all members that
their lives belong to God, that religion and prayer are not
merely a Sunday affair, and that the home of Christians is a
holy place. How cold are the houses and homes in which no
trace of a religious object is found!

Parents are well advised not to overload the family
shrine with all kinds of statues and pictures and pious equip-
ment. Such tasteless exaggerations either cause a certain
resentment in the hearts of children or lead them along the
path of unwholesome sentimentality. The same may be said
about many products of religious “art” which are nothing but
cheap and repulsive pieces of sloppy mass manufacture. The
way many statues and pictures represent the Blessed Virgin,
for instance, is a shameful aberration. Mary never looked like
these images of modern beauty queens, with sensual features;
nor was she made up with paint, lipstick and rouge, as some
statues and pictures show her. A sense of true appreciation for
what is wholesome, solid and really beautiful in religious art
is shockingly lacking in many families.

More and more Catholic homes in the United States are
adopting the custom of Mary gardens. A fairly large statue of
the Blessed Virgin is placed outside the house, surrounded by
nature’s tribute of trees, shrubs and flowers. This is not only
an honor to Our Lady and a public profession of our faith, but
also a powerful encouragement of our devotion to Mary and
a source of pious inspiration for many who behold this beau-
tiful sight.



4
HOLY WATER

According to the Roman Ritual, holy water is blessed by
the priest and mixed with blessed salt. Water is a symbol of
cleansing and wholesomeness, salt a symbol of purity and
freshness. Among the many sacramentals of the Church, holy
water is one of the most ancient and most universal.
Although produced in a liturgical ceremony and used at litur-
gical services, it is also intended by the Church to be rever-
ently used by the faithful in their homes. The Ritual even has
a special notation to this effect:

The faithful may receive holy water in their
own containers and take it home to sprinkle it on
their sick ones, their houses, fields, vineyards and
other objects; also, they may keep it in their homes
to sprinkle themselves with it every day, and even
often during the day.

Actually, the earliest use of holy water in the Latin Church
was intended exclusively for the homes of the Christians. At
that time it was not blessed in church, but in the houses of the
faithful by priests. Only in the seventh century did they begin
to bless it in church and use it for liturgical purposes. People
sprinkled it on themselves as a protection against the attacks of
evil spirits and as a help in sickness and disease. These two
purposes are still mentioned in the official prayer ot blessing:

. . . that in the service of Thy holy mysteries

this water may become powerful through divine
18
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grace to drive out the demons and to avert sickness.
May whatever is sprinkled with it in the homes of
the faithful be freed from all impurity and harm. Let
neither the breath of pestilence nor the air of
corruption (contagion) take hold there. Let all the
wiles of the hidden enemy be dispelled, so that
whatever should threaten the well-being or the
peace of the inhabitants may vanish through the
sprinkling of this water. Grant us that the blessing
of welfare which we implore through the invocation
of Thy holy Name may be defended from all hostile
aggression. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

According to the ancient custom in all Christian coun-
tries, a holy water font is affixed near the door-frame of a
room and the faithful cross themselves [make the Sign of the
Cross] coming and going, with a pious invocation of God’s
loving mercy. Thus the use of this sacramental becomes a
means of frequently lifting your mind and heart to God in the
midst of your day’s busy life.

It is certainly in keeping with the spirit and intention of
the Church if you will revive this ancient custom of having a
holy water font in your home. Teach your children to use this
sacramental with understanding and piety. What a consola-
tion if, at the time of sickness, you sprinkle it with a prayer
on your suffering dear ones!

On Sundays and on the eve of great feasts it is custom-
ary in many places that parents sprinkle holy water through
the home, to sanctify it and to symbolize the fact that each
Catholic home should be a little kingdom of God.

Finally, why not bless your children with holy water
every night or “even often during the day” as the Rirual says?
Worldly people might smile about such a practice and
consider it a queer relic of old-fashioned piety. The eye of
faith, however, clearly beholds the radiant light of grace and
the spiritual fruit which this simple but deeply religious act
will produce in the hearts and lives of your children.



_5_
THE SIGN OF THE CROSS

Like holy water, the Sign of the Cross is intended by the
Church not only for liturgical usage, but also for frequent use
by the faithful in private devotion and in their homes. It is a
symbol and prayer in one unit, professing both our faith in the
Holy Trinity (words) and in our redemption by Christ
(gesture). Already in earliest times the Sign of the Cross
symbolized the renewal of Baptism.

In the earliest Christian centuries the faithful made the
Sign of the Cross with three fingers on their foreheads. St.
Augustine (431) mentions and describes it many times in his
sermons and letters. So did most of the ancient Fathers and
writers of the Church. Long before Augustine, in the third
century, Tertullian had already reported this custom of early
Christian practice: “In all our undertakings—when we enter
a place or leave it; before we dress; betfore we bathe; when we
take our meals; when we light the lamps in the evening;
before we retire at night; when we sit down to read; before
each new task—we trace the Sign of the Cross on our fore-
heads.”*

Is it not a pity that so many of our Protestant friends,
who sincerely claim to follow the practices of early Chris-
tianity, have abandoned the custom of making the “Sign of

*Tcrtullianus. De Corona, Chap. 3; Puarrologia Latina. vol. 11, col. 80.
Publisher’s note (1998): Of course. the Sign of the Cross is now usually
made by tracing a cross with the right hand touching the torehead, breast,
left shoulder, right shoulder, then joining the hands.

20
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Christ”? Even greater is the pity that many Catholic families
have discontinued making the Sign of the Cross on those
traditional occasions mentioned by Tertullian. Years ago it
still was a general practice that children crossed themselves
devoutly before starting their homework or going into the
water to swim; families would make the Sign of the Cross
before and after meals (accompanied by a short prayer), and
all would cross themselves with holy water when leaving or
entering the home.

Children should be taught very early to make this holy
sign with reverence and devotion and to pronounce the sacred
words correctly. Some time ago 1 visited a young Catholic
family. The mother proudly showed me the “first thing” she
had taught her two-year-old child. It was a dance step accom-
panied by a few words of singing and a rhythmic waving of
arms. The little girl performed with obvious enthusiasm and
a good deal of self-consciousness.

Later, before leaving the house, I asked the mother:
“Does Katie know how to make the Sign of the Cross?”
“Why, no,” said she, “Katie is much too young for that.” How
thoughtless some parents are!



—6—
THE BLESSING OF CHILDREN

In her motherly love and care, the Church provides a
number of liturgical ceremonies for the blessing of children.
They are to be performed by the priest according to the
Ritual. One, for an individual child, may be used either at
home or in church. The other one is more solemn, to be used
for blessing a group of children in the church. Then there is
a special blessing of babies; a blessing of expectant mothers;
and a special blessing of mothers after giving birth, which
includes a blessing of their babies (this is the so-called
“churching”). Another touching formula of blessing is
provided for sick children.

All these blessings are yours for the asking. Why do you
parents not avail yourselves of the great opportunity of
having your children blessed by the priest? Someday when a
priest is about to visit your home, especially on a holyday or
some other festive occasion, ask him beforehand to bring
along his Rirual. Have some holy water ready, and let him
give this wonderful blessing of the Church to your dear chil-
dren.

Besides these official blessings, there is the ancient
custom of a simple and private blessing which the parents
themselves give their children by making the Sign of the
Cross on their foreheads. While doing this, they usually say,
“God bless you and protect you,” or, “God bless and keep
you,” or, “God bless you and bring you back safe and sound,”
or some similar phrase, as the occasion requires.

This Catholic custom was universal in all countries

before the Reformation. It is still practiced in Catholic
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sections of Europe and America. In Ireland the mother makes
the Sign of the Cross on the children’s foreheads when they
leave the house to go to school or church. In France and
French Canada, the father blesses his whole family, mother
and children, on New Year’s Day. In Central Europe, too, this
custom is still widely kept. In my own family, our mother
blessed us children every night in this manner. It is one of my
first memories how she made the Sign of the Cross on our
foreheads and wished us a good night. This simple action
taught me more than any words the great truth that parents
are God’s representatives.

When the children are grown, the parents’ blessing will
not be given so frequently. But on leaving for extended trips,
on special occasions like entering religious life or on their
Wedding Day, it may still be conferred upon them. Many a
Catholic man may be seen in European or Canadian railroad
stations bowing his head and receiving his mother’s blessing
before boarding the train.

The Bible often speaks of the great and powerful effect
of a parent’s blessing. Perhaps there would be less trouble
with our modern youngsters, less vandalism and juvenile
delinquency, if more of our parents would bless their children
every day from babyhood on. In fact, a Catholic mother could
well start with this custom from the day her child is born.

This blessing of children by their parents is one of the
precious items of our Catholic inheritance. These days there
is a special good reason for it, besides the ones already
mentioned. We live at a time when radio, television, comics,
movies and human company compete in filling the minds of
your children with worldly thoughts and imaginations. A
mother’s blessing every night will go far in counteracting
dangerous influences on the children’s hearts and souls.



_7_
BAPTISMAL NAMES

In our day, when even Christian parents often choose
their children’s names without regard to hallowed traditions,
the Church still strongly insists that a Saint’s name be give in
Baptism, at least as the middle name, whenever the chosen
first name is not of Christian origin or significance. It is an
ancient tradition that children be given the name of a Saint
whom later they should come to know, to love and to vener-
ate.

It is sad to behold how many parents overlook the
importance and great meaning of this religious tradition. Of
all things a person can acquire in this life, his name is the first
and closest possession; in a way, it is himself. When Our
Lord was to be born, God did not leave the choice of the
name to human beings. He Himself chose the Saviour’s name
and considered it important enough to send an Angel to
announce His choice to St. Joseph.

Today a child’s name is given in a similar supernatural
setting. When the sacred liturgical ceremonies of Baptism
come to their peak, at the very moment the Sacrament is
performed, the priest solemnly announces the name of the
child. As the light of a heavenly beacon, originating together
with baptismal grace, this name accompanies you through
life. If you are a woman and marry, your last name will be
changed—but your baptismal name remains forever, a beau-
tiful symbol of the Sacrament’s lasting mark on your soul.

No wonder that Christians have always considered it a
matter of great importance to give their children names which

would have a special religious meaning and significance, the
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names of God’s favorite friends. Fortunately, many of our
modern first names are abbreviations or alternate forms of
Saints’ names, although the parents do not realize it. They
should try to find out what the name means that they would
like to give their child. If it does not in any way represent a
Saint’s name, then they might be well advised to consider
another choice, or at least connect it with a Christian name
(like Shirley Ann). In fact, if the parents neglect the choice of
a Christian name, the Church directs the priest to add one of
his own choice in Baptism.

Our children should be instructed from their earliest
years about the meaning of their names. Mother can explain
to them who the Saint was whose name they bear. They
should be taught to pray to him every night, to love him and
to consider him a special heavenly friend and protector.

The great advantage of this familiarity with the personal
Patron Saint lies in the fact that children thus acquire a last-
ing, deep and solid spiritual relation to Saints. There is no
danger of mere emotionalism or sentimentality, as often
happens later if they make their first acquaintance with Saints
in the Catholic school. This early relation to the Patron Saint
is based on the bedrock of objective realities, not on mere
sweet feelings. For what is more real to a child than his own
self, identified by his own name? And if this name presents
to the little one the figure, life and story of a great Saint of
God, it is easy to see what influence it will exert on him.



_8—
THE NAME-DAY

The celebration of birthdays is not the original practice
in Catholic homes. It only spread within the past few
centuries, replacing the earlier Christian custom of observing
the feast day of the Saint whose name was acquired in
Baptism.

The celebration of Saints’ feasts is a part of the liturgi-
cal life of the Church. Thus any person observing the feast of
“his” Saint immediately enters into the warm sphere of litur-
gical radiation and spiritual enrichment. Compared to this,
the celebration of the birthday is more worldly, merely
natural and almost accidental in its lack of significance.

It is not necessary that we do away with our customary
birthday celebrations. But we should certainly try to restore
the meaningful Catholic tradition of celebrating the feast of
the Saint whose name was given in Baptism and who is our
personal patron, loving and helping us whether we observe or
neglect his veneration. Children will surely not object to the
keeping of the “name-day,” for to them it will mean, besides
all its other significance, another personal feast day every
year.

If a child has been taught to pray to his Patron Saint
every night, he will greet the feast of this Saint with a thrill
of joy and spiritual elevation. It is his “own” feast, and the
whole family should make him happily aware of it. After all,
birth is a common event shared with the same significance by
all members of the family. The Patron Saint, however, is not
usually shared with brothers or sisters, thus making his feast

so unique and exclusive, at least in its psychological aspect.
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According to ancient traditions, the name-day is
festively held in Christian homes. I remember how from early
childhood I went to church with my father every year on the
feast of St. Francis Xavier, attending the Holy Sacrifice and
later receiving Communion, too. Returning home, I found the
table cheerfully decorated with flowers and little presents.
Mother, Father, brothers and sisters offered their congratula-
tions. Then we sat down to a joyful breakfast, my proud little
self sitting in the place of honor. And all this because
centuries ago a wonderful young man in Spain loved God so
much that he became a Saint. I cannot express the powerful
conviction that filled me every year on this occasion, how
great and important it is to become holy. This was one of the
eloquent lessons which our religious customs taught me with-
out words, but with an effect greater than many words could
achieve. Judging from this aspect, we may truly say that such
Catholic customs in the home educate the children more effi-
ciently than the best Catholic teachers could ever do in
school.

As a parish priest [ have often asked children about the
Saints whose names they bore. It is tragically sad to see how
few of them in our time have any idea who their Patron Saint
was. They know nothing about him, they do not know when
his feast is kept, they have no devotion to him. These same
children, however, know most of the Hollywood stars and
television celebrities; they (at least the boys) know the make
of every car at a quick look; they know the names and
achievements of the players on football and baseball teams.
Only the Saint whose name is theirs they do not know.

Who is to blame for this ignorance? There is only one
answer: the parents. Do not say, “The nuns should explain
these things in school.” That would be too late. It has to be
done when the children are three or four years old. And who
can teach them at that age but Mother and Father?

What has been said above we adult people might as well
apply to ourselves. Do you know your Patron Saint? Do you
celebrate his feast with Mass, Holy Communion and special
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prayer? Do you daily invoke his loving help and protection?
You can achieve a great task of the apostolate that might
spread its influence down to future generations if you will
restore in your family the Catholic custom of venerating the
personal Patron Saints and of celebrating the name-days.



_o_
THE CELEBRATION OF FEASTS

In the liturgy of the Church, every day of the year is a
“feast” observed with the greatest and most solemn act of
celebration at our disposal: the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.
The feast days of Our Lord, of the Blessed Virgin and other
Saints revolve in a glorious annual cycle of supernatural light,
just as the sun, the moon and the stars do in the natural order.

In the Catholic family these daily feasts can be cele-
brated too, at least by a spiritual union with the Holy Sacri-
fice. The greater feasts of Christ and Mary and some feasts of
Saints are connected with traditional observances in the
home. Most of this pious inheritance has been lost in recent
times. But a goodly number of seasonal customs have
survived, even in our modern day, like the Christmas and
Easter customs. Their original religious meaning, however, is
no longer known to most people. It is the religious meaning
of these observances which will be described and explained
in the following chapters.

Besides the common and main celebrations of the year,
each family might wish—for one reason or another—to
observe particular feasts of Christ, Mary or the Saints as a
sort of private family affair. The more we have of such joyful
celebrations in our homes the better. Many families still
preserve the knowledge of how, according to national back-
ground, such days were kept with charming traditions in the
“old country.” Why not renew this precious folklore? Many of
its details could easily be adapted to modern conditions.

Happy the children who grow up in a home that is rich

in traditional celebrations! Their lives will be more full and
29
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radiant through the inspiration of this childhood experience.
Faith, culture, emotional security, absorbing joy, satisfaction
of mind and heart, a warm spirit of love and union in the
family, sound development of character and personality traits,
appreciation of true values: these are some of the fruits which
a childhood of such joyful family celebrations produces.

Christian fathers and mothers in our time cannot
dispense with careful planning and supervision of their chil-
dren’s activities and amusements. How precious, then, are the
helps and means which wholesome tradition provides! Every
family should have some of the books that give explanations,
suggestions, sketches, texts and programs for happy celebra-
tions in Catholic homes.

To assist the parents in this effort, we print here a short
list of recent books and pamphlets in which they will find
ample material for the understanding, planning and execution
of such family feasts for many days of the year:

Maria Augusta Trapp, Around the Year with the Trapp Family, 251
pp., Pantheon, New York.

Mary Reed Newland, The Year and Our Children, 328 pp., P. 1.
Kenedy & Sons, New York.

Francis X. Weiser, S.J., The Christmas Book, 188 pp., Harcourt,
Brace & Co., New York.

—Same author, The Easter Book, 224 pp., Harcourt, Brace & Co.,

New York.

—Same author, The Holyday Book, 220 pp., Harcourt, Brace & Co.,
New York.

K. Burton and H. Ripperger, Feast Day Cookbook, 194 pp., McKay
Co., New York.

Edgar Schmiedeler, O. S. B., Your Home a Church in Miniature (3
pamphlets), Washington D.C.

Helen Mcl.oughlin, Family Advent Customs (pamphlet), Liturgical
Press, Collegeville, Minnesota.

—Same author, Christmas to Candlemas in a Catholic Home
(pamphlet), Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota.
—Same author, Easter to Pentecost Family Customs (pamphlet),

Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota.
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Therese Mueller, Family Life in Christ (pamphlet), Liturgical Press,
Collegeville, Minnesota.

Elsa Chaney, The Twelve Days of Christmas Book, Liturgical Press,
Collegeville, Minnesota.

Florence L. Berger, Cooking for Christ, National Catholic Rural
Life Conference, Des Moines, Iowa.

Publisher’s note (1998): Most of the above-listed titles are out of print, but
can perhaps be obtained through used book dealers or libraries (especially
through interlibrary loan).
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ADVENT

The holy season of Advent is a time of spiritual prepa-
ration for the “Coming” of the Lord. It is a threefold Coming
of Christ for which we should prepare our souls. First, the
celebration of His coming in the past, two thousand years
ago, when He was born at Bethlehem, just as we celebrate
our own birthday every year. Then His Coming in the present,
in Mass and Communion and with many special graces, on
Christmas Day. Finally, His Coming in the future, when
Heaven will start for us and when we shall greet Him in the
bliss of eternal glory, if only we die in His grace.

Children have a keen understanding of these various
aspects of preparation in Advent. Some parents, however, do
not seem to be interested enough in meditating on and under-
standing these truths themselves, and so are not able to explain
them to their little ones. Thus, the joyous anticipation of the
feast is restricted in many homes to the very features that are
least important, especially since their original religious mean-
ing is no longer understood, like the figure of Santa Claus, the
Christmas tree, the presents, the Christmas displays in depart-
ment stores, the symbols and festive decorations in the home.
All this amounts to a shallow spirit of joy and excitement.

True preparation for Christmas must be centered around
the liturgical thoughts mentioned above and manifested by
daily prayer. All members of the family should be acutely
aware that love of Christ, prayer, personal holiness and some
penance are the main features of the Advent season. External
customs and symbols should never disturb, but only deepen,

this spiritual attitude.
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It is not the multitude of practices that guarantees
greater spiritual fruit, but perseverance and intensity. Explain
to your children the message of the Advent wreath, then light
the candles every day and have your family say some prayers
in front of it, and you will achieve a better religious prepara-
tion for Christmas than by using six or seven different
customs and practices all at once. There are many ways of
doing such things in the home. They all are good and
useful—but it is better to concentrate on one or two of them
which seem to fit best into your particular circumstances.

In the following chapters, various means and customs
will be described of celebrating the holy seasons of Advent
and Christmas with spiritual fruit. There should be enough
individual details in these traditions to provide you with the
inspiration needed for your own family and with ample mate-
rial for making an appropriate selection.

One negative demand has to be stressed in our time if
you truly wish your family to observe Advent in the spirit of
holy liturgy. Modern commercialism has introduced the
abuse of starting the Christmas celebration on Thanksgiving
Day, of displaying the Christmas symbols through all the
weeks of Advent, and of presenting Christmas music on radio
and television a whole month in advance of the feast. The
spirit of Advent, a spirit of prayerful penance and meditation,
is utterly absent from these displays. Such untimely antici-
pation of the Christmas festivities tends to rob the feast itself
of a joyful and radiant celebration. No wonder a 13-year-old
boy was heard to remark: “By the time Christmas comes I am
sick and tired of it.”

Christmas does not start until the evening of December
24 Jor, strictly speaking, until December 25 begins at
midnight]. After the dark and dawn of Advent it should rise
like a glorious sun before the eyes and hearts of our children,
sudden and fresh in all its joyous features.

What can we do about it? Since it is not possible to stop
the abuses which commercialism has introduced (unless
enough parents protest), you can only try to protect your
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family from this harmful influence. As far as possible, do not
let your children listen to Christmas music and Christmas
programs in Advent. Do not take them to see the displays in
department stores except perhaps during the last few days
before the feast. Do not allow them to go to Christmas parties
long before December 25. (This abuse is sometimes practiced
even in Catholic schools and organizations.) Do not decorate
your home before Christmas Eve.

Instead, try to explain to your children why they should
co-operate willingly in avoiding all such premature celebra-
tion of Christmas. After all, we do not sing “alleluia” on
Good Friday either, nor do we hold an Easter parade on Holy
Thursday.



11—
THE ADVENT WREATH

This charming symbol connected with the season of
Advent has not only found its way into America, but has of
late been spreading so rapidly that it is already a cherished
custom in many homes. People seem to welcome it with
eager delight wherever they are introduced to this “new”
custom. Actually, it is centuries old, although not as old as
most other Christmas traditions.

The Advent wreath originated a few hundred years ago
among the Lutheran population in Eastern Germany. It seems
to have been suggested by one of the many light symbols
which were used in folklore at the end of November and
beginning of December. At that season of the year our pre-
Christian forefathers began to celebrate the month of Yule
(December) with the burning of lights and fires. The Chris-
tians in medieval times kept many of these light and fire
symbols alive as popular traditions of ancient folklore.

In the sixteenth century, somebody conceived the fortu-
nate inspiration of using such lights as a religious symbol of
Advent in the houses of the faithful. This practice quickly
spread among the Protestants of Eastern Germany and was
soon accepted by Protestants and Catholics in other parts of
the country.

The Advent wreath is exactly what the word implies, a
wreath of evergreens (yew or fir or laurel), made in various
sizes. It is either suspended from the ceiling or placed on a
table, usually in front of the family shrine.

Fastened to the wreath are four candles [three purple,

one pink] standing upright, at equal distances. These candles
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represent the four weeks of Advent.

Daily at a certain time (usually in the evening), the
family gathers for a short exercise of prayer. Every Sunday of
Advent one more candle is lit until all four candles shed their
cheerful light to announce the approaching birthday of the
Lord. Before the prayer starts, all other lights are extin-
guished in the room and only the gentle glow of the live
candles illuminates the darkness.

The Advent wreath has no direct connection with the
liturgy of the Church. It is not a sacramental, the Rirual
contains no special blessing for it, and the Church has never
officially proclaimed its symbolism.

Catholic families may have the wreath blessed with a
general blessing given by the priest if they so wish (Bene-
dictio ad omnia). A special liturgical blessing could be given
to the candles, since the Church provides such a blessing
(Benedictio candelarum).

The traditional symbolism of the Advent wreath reminds
the faithful of the Old Testament, when humanity was “sitting
in darkness and in the shadow of death” (Luke 1:79); when the
Prophets, illumined by God, announced the Redeemer; and
when the hearts of good people stood in flame with the desire
for the Messias. The wreath itself symbolizes the “fulfillment
of time” in the coming of Christ and the glory of His birth.
(The wreath is an ancient symbol of victory and glory.)

After some prayers, which are recited for the grace of a
good and holy preparation for Christmas, the family sings one
of the traditional Advent hymns or a song in honor of Mary. In
some sections of Europe, it is customary that persons with the
name of “John” or “Joan” have the first right to light the candles
on the Advent wreath and the Christmas tree, because John the
Evangelist starts his Gospel by calling Christ the “Light of the
world,” and John the Baptist was the first one to see the light of
Divinity shining about the Lord at His baptism in the Jordan.

1t is hard to picture the wonderful memories which such
a daily custom in Advent evokes in the hearts of those who
enjoyed its inspiration in their childhood. Somehow these
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holy moments of prayer and prayerful song before the lights
of the Advent wreath exert an influence in later life which
seems out of proportion with the simple ceremony.* Actually,
it is not, of course; for to this practice of family prayer with
its beautiful symbolism apply the words of Christ: “For
where there are two or three gathered together in my name,
there am I in the midst of them.” (Marr. 18:20). You had
Christ in your home when you were a child. This is the bril-
liant truth that makes such a simple tradition so meaningful.

*{t is now customary for the candles to be lit thus: first week (one purple
candle)—by youngest child; second week (the first purple candie plus
another purple candle)—by oldest child: third week (first two purple
candles plus the pink candle)-—by the mother: fourth week (all four
candles)—by the father. The Advent wreath prayer for the week is the
Collect or Prayer from the Sunday’s Mass. This can simply be followed
by the grace before the evening meal. See Appendix 2.—Publisher, 1998.
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ST. NICHOLAS

THE “VisIT” OF ST. NICHOLAS

One of the most beloved Saints all through the Middle
Ages was St. Nicholas of Myra. In fact, he still is the favorite
Saint of little children in the Catholic sections of Europe.
This veneration is easily explained: He was, and still is, a
special Patron Saint of small children. His feast day, Decem-
ber 6, is a great day of celebration for the little ones.

In many parts of Europe children still receive his “visit”
on the eve of his feast. Impersonated by a man wearing a long
white beard, dressed in the vestments of a bishop, with mitre
and crozier, he appears in the homes as a heavenly messen-
ger. Coming at the start of Advent, he admonishes the chil-
dren to prepare their hearts for a blessed and holy Christmas.
He examines them on their prayers. After exhorting them to
be good, he distributes fruit and candy and departs with a
kindly farewell, leaving the little ones filled with holy awe.

I still vividly remember the annual visit of this friendly
and saintly figure on the evening of December 5. With joy
and happy excitement we awaited his coming. We were
convinced, as little children easily are, that he really was our
great Patron Saint who came from Heaven on his feast day to
visit us children whom he loved so much.

With utter sincerity we promised him to overcome our
faults, to obey our parents and to prepare our hearts for
Christmas. Gratefully we accepted his gifts and kissed the
ring on his holy hand. Never again in all my life have I expe-

rienced the unspeakable thrill of a physical nearness to
41
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Heaven as I did on those evenings of my childhood when “St.
Nicholas” came to us. When I later found out that it was not
really the Saint but a man representing him, this caused me
no shock or harm. The thrill T had felt remained in my
memory and has remained to this day with all its beauty.

This, then, is the true and original form of the “visit of
St. Nicholas.” The date is the evening of December 5. The
whole purpose and meaning of this custom is deeply reli-
gious, educational and of wholesome emotional value.

We do not advocate that this practice of the “visit” of St.
Nicholas be restored.* What we advocate very much,
however, is a revival of the veneration and annual celebration
of the Saint, who is still patron of little children. (The Church
has never “deposed” him from this spiritual patronage.) Our
Catholic parents would do well to pray to St. Nicholas them-
selves, that his intercession may help them in the training of
their little ones.

Explain to your children that they have a special Patron
Saint in Heaven. Tell them his legend (see pages 43-45). Teach
them to love him and to pray to him every day. Make them look
forward with joy and anticipation to the feast of their Patron
Saint.

On December 6, allow your little ones a happy celebra-
tion in honor of St. Nicholas. Congratulate them, give them
small presents, arrange some special enjoyments, have a
“festive” meal (which can be very easily prepared for chil-
dren). And do not forget some prayers to the Saint. Mother
could pronounce the words and have the children repeat
them. Included in this prayer should always be the petition
that St. Nicholas may help them to prepare their hearts for a
very good and holy Christmas.

In Europe they have thousands of small figures of the

*Some families have revived an alternate form of celebrating St. Nicholas
Day: The children set out their shoes on the evening of December 5; the
next morning, they find that their shoes have been filled by “St. Nicholas”
with sweets and small presents.—Publisher, 1998.
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Saint, dressed as bishop, for sale every year before Decem-
ber 6. Perhaps Catholic mothers in this country might find a
way to make or provide such a figure for their home. It would
certainly delight our little ones to have an image of their
Patron Saint, not a picture or statue, but a figure with a “real”
white beard and with “real” bishop’s clothes. (Dad might help
with his hobby tools.)

LiFE AND LEGEND OF ST. NICHOLAS

Very few historical facts are known about the Saint. He
was Bishop ot Myra in Asia Minor. Emperor Diocletian cast
him into exile and prison during the persecution at the begin-
ning of the fourth century. Released by Constantine the Great,
he returned to his city. There he died about 350. Italian
merchants brought his body from Myra to Bari in ltaly (in
1807), where his relics are still preserved. The reports of
numerous miracles ascribed to the Saint before and after
death are based on a long tradition.

By the year 1200, St. Nicholas had captured the hearts
of all European nations. Many churches, towns, provinces
and countries venerate him as their Patron Saint. Merchants,
bankers, seamen and prisoners made him their patron, too.
But his main patronage is the one over little children. All
these patronages are derived from details of his inspiring
legend, which might be told to the children as follows:

St. Nicholas was born of a rich family in the city of
Parara in Asia Minor. When he was very little, he lost his
mother and father by death and had to lead a lonely life as an
orphan. After he had grown to young manhood he decided to
devote his life entirely to the service of God and to good
works for his fellow men. Obeying the words of Christ, he
distributed all his possessions to the poor, the sick and the
suffering. Quite often he helped poor children by putting gifts
of money through their windows during the night, when
nobody could see him.

His love for Christ inspired him to make a pilgrimage to
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the Holy Land and to visit the places where Our Lord had
lived and died for us. On this trip a terrible storm arose, but
Nicholas miraculously saved the aiready sinking ship by his
prayers to God. That is the reason he is now venerated as
their Patron Saint by many brave sailors all over the world.

When he returned from this pilgrimage, the bishops of
Asia Minor selected him as successor to the bishop of Myra,
who had just died. The whole town rejoiced when they heard
this good news. Nicholas received the Holy Orders modestly
and devoutly. As bishop he led a very holy life. He prayed
and fasted to convert sinners with the grace of God; he
preached to the people and instructed the children in the
Faith. He also practiced a boundless love for his fellow men
by great kindness and charity. Having been an orphan
himself, he now became the beloved father of orphans. After
teaching the children, he would often delight them with many
little gifts.

Under the Roman Emperor Diocletian, who persecuted
the Christians, St. Nicholas was arrested, taken away from his
home by the pagan soldiers and thrown into a prison. He
suffered the hardships of hunger, thirst, loneliness and chains.
He wanted to die as a martyr of Christ. But when Emperor
Diocletian left his throne and the first Christian Emperor,
Constantine the Great, ruled the Roman lands, all Christians
who were suffering in prison because of their faith were
released. Among them was St. Nicholas. He returned to
Myra, where he lived for many more years, a kind father to
all his dear people, especially to the poor and the children.

One day he became very ill and soon realized it was
time for him to go to Heaven. When he died, his soul was met
by Angels, who conducted him to the throne of God with
great joy and glory. The whole city mourned his passing,
most of all the little children. But they knew that the Saint
still loved them from Heaven, and so they began to pray to
him. Their prayers were answered by thousands of favors,
small ones and great ones. In this way the good Saint showed
us that he did not forget the children and that he still loves
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them and helps them, if only they ask him. That is why little
boys and girls everywhere now pray to their beloved St.
Nicholas.

(The above “legend of St. Nicholas” was taken by the
Author from his Christmas Book, with permission of the
Publishers, Harcourt Brace & Co., New York.)
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PREPARATION FOR CHRISTMAS

Besides the use of the Advent wreath, a number of tradi-
tions exist which are designed to help the Christian family,
especially the children, in their preparation for the feast of
Our Lord’s Nativity.

Among public practices of this kind is the custom of
holding a novena before December 25. In the Latin countries
of Europe and South America, this novena is held as an
evening devotion in church, with prayers and benediction of
the Blessed Sacrament (Novena del Nifio). In Central Europe
it is a novena of Masses which are said early in the morning.

In the spirit of this ancient tradition, families could add
a small feature o their daily Advent prayers to bring out the
character of the novena. One suggestion might be to use the
famous “O Antiphons,” which in themselves form a kind of
liturgical novena within the Divine Office. A good English
translation may be found in the pamphlet, Family Advent
Customs, by Helen McLoughlin (page 23 ff).*

For grown-up members ot the family and for older chil-
dren there could be no better way, of course, to make this
novena than daily attendance at Mass, if possible.

Another custom, which originated in France but spread
to many other countries, is the practice of having the little
children prepare a soft bedding in the manger by using wisps
of hay or straw as tokens of prayers and good works. Every

*The “O Antiphons” or “Greater Antiphons™ are also found in the tradi-
tional St. Andrew Daily Missal following the Third Sunday of Advent. See
Appendix 3 of this book (p. 109). —Pub